Introduction
This is an ethnographic study of how migrant workers in South China are experimenting with love, intimacy and marriage. More than just a record of talk and gossip, it is also a mapping of the negotiation between traditional norms, modern lifestyles and unspeakable desires. Between 2001 and 2003, our research team regularly visited factories in South China. The main research site in this study was a medium-sized factory called Gogo Ltd 1 that produced American toys with heavily regulated manual labour. One of Eric's research assistants served as a factory worker for three months, while Eric worked more closely with the managers of the factory, interviewing migrant workers befriended by the research assistants. Helen worked as an English tutor in the factory and interviewed female workers. From this research site, Eric branched out to other social networks for interviews and participant observations. Our informants, both male and female, were born in rural farming villages and grew up there before coming to work in South China. Although they hailed from different regions of rural China with diverse linguistic backgrounds, they shared a lot of similarities in terms of socioeconomic status. Because most of the informants were 'country kids' with a junior high school education and little urban experience, we were interested in how rural migrant workers negotiated intimate relations, considering their rural upbringing and their newfound freedom in urban settings. Although we were deeply interested in the impact that the urban experience would have on these migrant workers, the question of 'long-term impact' lies outside the scope of this article. In other words, we made our observations in the factory where the informants worked -the 'inbetween' space of modern China and of their own lives. The scope of this article is limited to describing their experiences in a transitory state of existence.
Rural-to-urban migration has been a key feature of industrialization and modernization for many decades. However, internal migration in China has been squeezed into the recent decades rather than spread over centuries as in Europe. Since the mid-1980s, as transnational corporations have been rushing into mainland China to take advantage of its larger markets and lower costs, bringing with them overseas capital, ideas, information and technology, many Chinese have also been pursuing their version of modern life in the cities. Massive migration from rural areas to urban areas, from the North to the South and from the inner cities to the coastal lands has been one of the most significant social changes in China in the past two decades (see Gaetano and Jacka, 2004; Lin, 1997; Logan, 2002) . Migrant workers, accustomed to a relatively stable set of language and the practice of early marriage, are thrown into a fluid set of discourses about dating, love, romance, choices and desires. In their detraditionalized and deterritorialized lifeworlds, migrant workers find themselves in a ruptured discursive space where new intimate experiences require new hybrid vocabularies to express themselves. We want to map out this sociocultural condition in which migrant workers are transforming previously unspeakable intimate experiences into communicable forms. What are the discourses available to them? How do they manage different sets of discourse on love and marriage? Is the leap into modernity for Chinese migrant workers similar to the relatively linear transformation of intimacy in developed western countries or is it an erratic trajectory of compression and confusion?
Negotiating nakedness in South China
In China, a primitive production line economy coexists with what Lash and Urry (1994) term the 'sign/space economy'. This Chinese compressed modernity features multiple sociocultural layers juxtaposed with each other. In spatial terms, factory zones are layered with agricultural communities. In cultural terms, traditional practices are mixed with consumer lifestyles. In social terms, the working class comes into close contact with the increasingly affluent middle class, creating an astonishing social inequality. These local social helixes, themselves multilayered, are also revolving around the push and pull of global and transnational dynamics. 2 In South China, compressed and multilayered modernity means the pluralization of life choices in which various forms of individuality are imagined and practised. This pluralization is particularly conspicuous when contrasted with the collectivity that had been engineered by socialist China for more than three decades. 3 As socialist comradeship gives way to a capitalist individualism saturated with the ironies of sex and money (Farrer, 2002) , intimate relations have been reworked. New lifestyle choices are not only available to urbanites, but also to rural Chinese. Yan (2003) charts the transformation of private life in a Chinese village and reports the rise of the private family and individualistic ideas about love and intimacy. Indeed, one of the goals of the 4 May movement in China was to end the practice of arranged marriages so that people could have autonomy over personal happiness. Common rhetoric and academic attention on the transition of China from a traditional society to a modern nation also fall back upon the dichotomy of arranged marriage versus the personal pursuit of love affairs (for example, Fan, 1997; Witke, 1970) . This dichotomy is mapped upon another rural/urban dichotomy in which rural people are seen as more traditional and urbanites as modern and individualistic. However, by employing ethnographic data from South China, we argue that the transformation of intimacy among rural migrant workers is never a one way process, but instead a dialectic dangling from both the passive acceptance of traditional moral codes and the active pursuit of modern notions of 3 1 0 choice. Bubbling up in China's market economy are new ways of engaging in intimate relations, which require new sets of vocabulary to speak about emotions, desires and conflicts.
As Giddens (1990 Giddens ( , 1991 Giddens ( , 1992 points out, modernity is reconstructing everyday life at very personal and intimate levels. He argues that one of the features that differentiates modernity from tradition is the transformation of intimacy from one of economic consideration/institutional arrangement into pure relationship. Previously fixed life patterns are now becoming 'life projects' of reflexive individuals. In fact, Beck and Beck-Gernscheim (2002) go further by saying that modernity is a process of 'forced' individualization. To have a life of one's own is not a choice, but an inevitability of modernity (Bauman, 2001) .
A few recent studies on Chinese migrants have focused on these changes of lifestyles as experienced by the migrant themselves. Jacka (2005) traces the contradictory narratives used by female migrant workers to describe their home village and their new urban experiences in Beijing. Gaetano (2004) describes how migrant workers are caught between the discourses of filial daughters and modern women. Beynon's (2004) stories of migrants 'living one day at a time' point to the transitory nature of migrant life and their situation as outsiders in the city.
Similar to these studies, this article examines the inbetween-ness of migrant experiences. We try to go beyond narrative analyses by exploring the materiality and corporality of migrants' experiences. For Giddens, Beck, Jacka, Gaetano and Beynon, life projects are cognitive, emotive and discursive. In this ethnographic study, the reconstruction of our informants' intimate relations has a more bodily component. These intimate bodies are not mere products of discourse in the Foucauldian sense. Migrant workers are deterritorialized and are thus detached from the traditional rural institution of early marriage. At the same time, they have yet to be disciplined into the strong discursive system of individualistic and consumerist romance in capitalism. The migrant bodies are not locked inside the Foucauldian panopticon of either traditional marriage or capitalized romance. In the conflicting and overlapping discursive systems of rurality and urbanity, the desires for intimacy are somehow led by a corporal logic. They are sensing and testing intimate relationships in the absence of a fully systematized or enforced discourse on love and romance. Goffman's (1973) theory places the body in a more active role of negotiating situational interaction (i.e. it is the physical body that is actively presenting itself as an acceptable social body). The body is not only a receptor and manifestation of social meaning, but also a generator of meaning itself. Goffman's interactionist bodies are generating meaning and negotiating a socially acceptable presentation of self in relatively patterned norms of social behaviour. However, in our case study, the migrant bodies are relating in an unstable social world where the norms are still in the making or unable to effectively discipline social actions. How can migrant bodies experiment with urban casual sex while still subscribing to the moral codes of traditional marriage? How does a female worker manage the stigma of the 'old maid' that accompanies her first taste of a successful career? Here we have elusive bodies in the practical sense; migrant workers are temporarily following the embodied self in their newfound intimate relations in the city without a fully developed way of speaking about their experiences. To use a theoretical metaphor, they are 'naked' -bodies caught between two discourses and embraced by neither. As we discuss the particular 'nakedness' of rural migrant bodies in South China, we may also see in it a remarkable similarity to the momentary 'nakedness' of other modern bodies caught up in pluralistic modern discourses about sex, love, romance, intimacy and marriage. The following ethnographic descriptions are an attempt to answer the empirical question of how migrants negotiate conflicting intimate relationships and the theoretical question of how intimate bodies negotiate 'nakedness'.
The 'geographical site' for this study is a factory in Zhang'an, a highly industrialized, but slowly urbanizing, township in the Pearl River Delta region. In the six industrial zones of Zhang'an, factory buildings stand row upon row. Like most industrial towns that have mushroomed during the rapid economic development, Zhang'an has several particularities not found in fully urbanized cities. Having changed from a set of farming and fishing villages into an industrial town in less than five years, Zhang'an consists mostly of industries based on labour-intensive Fordist production houses. The majority of migrant workers are young females from rural areas whose migration to the Pearl River Delta is temporary. Every migrant worker has a temporary residence document that requires the factory to apply for its renewal every year. The migrant workers are not eligible for any social welfare programmes provided by the local government. If the worker does not belong to any factory, he or she will be considered an illegal resident and sent back home. The population of migrant workers outnumbers the locals by 10 or even 20 times and the economic gap between migrant workers and locals is gigantic. The average monthly wage for a migrant worker working 60 hours per week is 500 RMB. The average local household can earn a monthly income of 5000 RMB by merely renting their land to factory owners. It was in this rapidly changing migrant town that our ethnographic journey began.
Speaking of love
In traditional society, marriage is an institution of economic and social partnership between families and kinship groups. However, modern notions of romance and love centre on personal pursuit and what Giddens describes as 'pure relationship', in which partnership and commitment are relatively free from institutional bondage. Factory women learn about these ideas of modern love by consuming novels, popular music and television programmes that celebrate romance and passion. In the factory where we did our participant observation, there is a library from which factory workers could borrow books to read at their leisure. According to the library records, romances are the most popular genre. In the nearby flea markets, there are small mobile stalls selling dated romance novels and magazines that serve as practical guides on courtship. Factory workers can also buy current magazines that cater specifically to their needs. In these magazines, they can read fictional and 'real' love stories of workers. They can even place pen pal advertisements to find a potential partner. These magazines offer workers a vicarious taste of romance and sometimes serve as a survival guide to building new relationships. In the dormitory, workers are allocated a small private space on their bunk beds where one can easily find these novels and magazines. In Figure 1 , the worker is reading a magazine called Healthy Women, while, in Figure 2 , the worker is reading a formulaic novel peppered with explicit erotic content. The vocabularies of romantic love are eagerly acquired by these workers to articulate their yearning for intimacy, previously unspeakable under traditional norms. However, these mediated stories are filled with the ironies of eroticism and free choice, in that they foreground moral lessons denouncing promiscuity and affirming traditional virtues. Explicit content is framed by warnings of
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Figure 1 A female worker reading a health magazine on her bunk bed (Photo: Ducky Tse) failed love and betrayal; the pursuit of true love is often wrapped up in the ideal of stable and committed marriage.
'Finding a friend' is one of the most common topics of gossip among factory workers. The girls often told Helen the latest news: who had received a love letter from her boyfriend or who had been out on a date Figure 2 A female worker reading a formulaic novel in a dormitory (Photo: Ducky Tse) recently. When a girl successfully found a boyfriend, she had to celebrate by treating her fellow workers with 'dating candies'. When the factory women learned that Helen did not have a boyfriend, they encouraged her to pursue Sing, our project's male research assistant. 'It is the 21st century already. Don't be shy', they said. Moreover, Helen wore her hair very short and favoured loose t-shirts while working in the factory. Telling Helen that she was too 'boyish' to attract attention, the factory girls taught Helen some 'tactics' for becoming more feminine, such as wearing v-necks and growing her hair long. These tactics were not only tips from popular magazines, but were mediated by the advertising images that saturate the lifeworld of these factory workers.
Other tips are widely circulated via mobile phone text messaging (also known as SMS). The usage rate of mobile phones among workers is high, not only because it is fashionably modern, but also because it serves as a supplementary support system in a social setting that lacks formal communication networks for migrants. Since sending text messages is much cheaper than making an actual cell phone call, it is a very popular mode of electronic communication. We were quite surprised to discover compilations of popular erotic text messages circulating widely in the factory zones. While romantic novels serve as a guide for female workers, these erotic booklets are highly sought after by male workers, who read them for entertainment, but also for practical advice. When male workers sent these text messages to male friends, it was to affirm a shared body of new knowledge; when they addressed these messages to female friends, it was to express intimacy. Since their ability to write flowery sentences was limited, copying the examples in the booklets helped them please their girlfriends. These 'new vocabularies', likely to be written by cultural brokers outside the rural migrant community, help migrant workers articulate and contemplate their new urban experiences, rendering previously forbidden desires both imaginable and communicable. The majority of text messages from the booklets legitimatize male sexual fantasies. For instance, one text reads: 'A man's four big dreams: banknotes fall from the sky; handsome men get sick; sexy women are brain dead, and they all become loose chicks.' These texts also render extramarital affairs thinkable and even admirable: 'Wife stays home; your lover stays in your bed; send salary home; share bonus with your lover; when sick, go home; when you feel great, go to your lover.' Serving as an alternative to the discourse of traditional marriage, they tie together capitalism, individualism and romance, for example: 'Break your long-term contract with your wife; bring in the free market of lovers' rights.' A large number of these texts talk explicitly about the migrants' sexualized bodies: 'Women fall in love with men's ears; men fall in love with women's eyes'; and, 'When I caress your hair, it makes me feel so nice; when I touch your face, I will be feeling alright; when I embrace your body, you look really delighted; when I stroke your back, I am ready to bring you to my bed.' These texts are woven into the fabric of the workers' everyday intimate relationships; they make sense of, and constitute, new sexual and bodily experiences.
Learning to love
Traditional values are the conventional mechanism for protecting the institution of marriage. However, when rural labourers move to a town far away from home, traditional moral values are also uprooted, creating a space for new discourses and practices of intimacy to emerge. For example, cohabitation is common among lovers working in the factory. Quan, a clerk at Gogo, moved out of the dormitory and rented a room with her boyfriend two months ago. She said, 'No one says anything bad about me. It is very acceptable.' One 18-year-old Gogo worker brought his pregnant girlfriend home to visit his parents. However, the parents were against their union. The couple went back to the factory and terminated the pregnancy in the street corner clinic. In the streets of Zhang'an, signs reading 'affordable abortion' and 'treatment for sexually transmitted disease' are commonplace. One security guard at Gogo had more than half a dozen girlfriends. He told us the secret of his success: 'It is so lonely to be alone. They want to be touched. It is easy. If you give them some care and comfort, you can touch these girls.' He went on to describe the softness of their skin and how pleasurable and comfortable it felt to hold the hands of his girlfriends. When asked how he handled multiple relationships without getting into trouble, he said: 'We all understand that the relationship won't last long. It comes. It goes.' In fact, it is not uncommon for a married male worker to have a girlfriend in the factory while maintaining a relationship with his wife back home.
Partners can express their intimate relationships in public without fear of being labelled immoral and promiscuous. Young lovers go to the Golden Lion, a nearby entertainment centre for factory workers, to embrace and kiss in the dim light. We saw one couple sitting together on a swing. In fact, the woman was suggestively straddling the man's lap. We asked them whether they were comfortable with us taking their photo. They replied with a definite yes, without any sense of embarrassment (see Figure 3) . Workers are learning from each other by watching. One young boy told us: 'When I first arrived here, I found it terrible when I saw people kissing each other in public. Now I do it too and I feel terrific.' The restraints on the body levied by the traditional sense of moral correctness are lifting. Through imitation, the body is loosening up and reacting to the new intimate possibilities heavily promoted by consumerist media and conspicuously displayed in social encounters. Mobility breaks the force of moral values and encourages alternative relationships. Bodies adjust and learn; desires are acquired and unleashed; references to non-monogamy are abundant.
Another site in which the individualized and sexualized bodies are socially displayed is the dancing space in public squares. In Zhang'an, the biggest dancing space is the central town square. In the evenings, the town authority broadcasts two hours of popular dance music on a big open air stage set up on the corner of the town square. Workers are free to dance there. When night falls, workers from different factories flock in. Some of them have transformed themselves into party girls, wearing tight t-shirts with long skirts or bell-bottom jeans. We attended the dances many times with a few groups of workers whom we had befriended. During the day, they wore the factory uniform; on the dance floor, they used fancy clothes to display their personal styles. In rural settings, the physical body is worked on by the collectivity of the extended family and worn down by the hardship of manual farming. In urban settings, the workers' bodies are reworked and 'refreshed' by bodily care products and services. On the dance floor, workers are learning to experience the newfound capacity to manipulate their looks and gestures, which are exposed to the penetrating gaze of friends and strangers, especially of the opposite sex. The line between friends and
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Figure 3 A couple sitting on a swing at an entertainment centre (Photo: Ducky Tse) strangers is blurred. People dance hand in hand. They learn the latest steps from each other. They come here to watch and to be watched, to enjoy the scene and to constitute the scene. Some experienced dancers took delight in teaching us the basic steps. Goffman's idea of the active body is relevant here. The body is not emptied out by Foucauldian discourse, but rather by actively improvising along with the dynamic of contingent social interaction. To avoid embarrassment by mastering the techniques and joking about clumsy moves, to blend into the group by following steps and to assert one's uniqueness by creating new gestures, this is how the body actively generates meaning in this public dancing.
For us urban researchers, disco dancing and clubbing carry fuzzy associations of enchantment, escape, social distinctions, flirtation and self-absorption in a transnational youth culture. 4 However, these representations do not fit nicely into the Zhang'an scene, which is more of a hybridized space of rural communality and urbanized individuality, where mutual learning, relating, communicating and confirming figure much more strongly. In Frank's typology (1991) , these are 'communicative bodies' that are struggling to create themselves. Frank considers dance as a site for communicative bodies because dancers are associating expressiveness with their bodies in the dialectic between inscribed patterns and improvisations. On the Zhang'an dance stage, dancers are communicative since their dances are less rigidly patterned into institutional gender constraints than in established dance halls, and the migrant workers are left with ample room to create their own bodily gestures. Presented 'naked' to the public gaze is a collective of rural-turned-urban bodies in the prolonged liminal state of expressing individuality, impressing others and toying with sexualized visual pleasures (see Figure 4) . Although the traditional desire of locating a marriage partner is still a hidden agenda, the overwhelming social demands on these dancing bodies are carnival, visual, communal and sexual. 5 As Frank notes: 'Dance may be no more a metaphor for the sexual joining of bodies than sex may be a metaphor for dance ' (1991: 80) . Through their communicative bodies, migrant workers are releasing and realizing their sexual and urban fantasies in the disguise of socially acceptable dance steps.
Dangling between rurality and urbanity
As Zhang'an's migrant workers are exposed to a new set of discourses about intimacy, they are eager to experiment with new relationships in their everyday life. However, the unique biographical condition of these migrant bodies is that they are aware of the need to return to their rural home villages, where traditional marriage is still the prevailing discourse. The Zhang'an migrant workers do not fit into Giddens's gradual but linear transition to urbanity, in which the rural bodies are learning the language of modern life and settling down. Even as rural bodies are exposed to the stimulating and tantalizing discipline of individualized romances and recreational sex, there is always a perceived inevitability of returning to the familiar and seemingly secure institution of the extended family. The migrant bodies exist in a prolonged state of transient 'nakedness', caught between yearning for the modern and returning to the traditional (see Figure 5 ).
In this 'naked' period, migrant workers are eager to find comfort and excitement. Since the majority of Gogo factory workers are young females, which makes it unlikely for them to find a potential boyfriend at work, they turn to other avenues. Thus, in the 'pen pal' ad column in magazines targeted at factory workers, one can read sentences such as: 'Feelings are dancing in the letters. At that moment, there's only you and me'; 'Maple leaves turn red, plum blossoms smell good. Are you willing to explore the mystery of life with a young woman from Guilin?'; and, 'Fate will bring us together. Please reply to this letter.' 6 Hung, one of the girls who advertised in the pen pal column, told us: 'I really want to taste love.' However, when a long-term pen pal sent Hung a box of chocolates and asked her to be his girlfriend, she hesitated. 'I am so worried that he is a playboy and I will be
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Figure 4
Migrant workers dancing in a town square hurt. Also, whenever I call home, my mother always reminds me not to date any boys.' After six years working in factories, she finally decided to go home for matchmaking. Although romance is an important theme of everyday gossip and new forms of relationship do exist, the final destination for most factory women is still their hometown, where they will find a husband through a matchmaker. This unique social configuration is compressing contradictory discourses upon the migrant bodies, prolonging and heightening the condition of 'nakedness'.
In this prolonged liminal stage, the body is transformed such that it may not fit easily into both rural and urban discourses. The massive migration of rural female labourers to Zhang'an began in 1993. Prior to this, village girls usually got married at the age of 18, after graduating from junior high school. Working life has pushed the average age of marriage to 22 (most factories only recruit workers between the ages of 18 and 22). On the surface, most young women still follow the traditional path of going back to their villages for an arranged marriage. Ching, a woman from Jiangxi, told Helen:
When girls in our village reach 20, the family will arrange a 'matching interview' for their visit home at New Year. Usually, you meet the man Ma and Cheng • 'Naked' bodies 3 1 9
Figure 5
Migrant workers chatting outside their dormitory after work (Photo: Ducky Tse) recommended by the matchmaker on the fourth day of New Year. Then you get engaged on the seventh day. Then you go back to work in the factory. Then, by the end of that year, you come home and get married.
This pattern of working for a few years and returning home to get married is the typical life trajectory for factory workers. It would seem that years of living away from home have not fundamentally challenged the institution of marriage. However, the stories of the factory workers reveal that mobility has brought challenges to the traditional practices of marriage. Fang told Helen the story of a friend who did not like the man she was engaged to. During her week-long visit home, the girl dared not say anything to her parents and the matchmaker, worried that her parents would accuse her of bringing shame to the family. When she went back to the factory, she reconsidered the marriage over and over again. After six months, she decided to make a long-distance call home to ask her parents to break off the engagement. When asked why the girl suddenly got the courage to do so, Fang replied:
When she is far away from home, if the parents start scolding her, she can always hang up the phone immediately. If she were at home, the parents might force her to have the wedding ceremony at once. But she is at the factory and they can do nothing. And the next time she goes home again for New Year, it will have been six months. The parents will no longer be that angry at that time.
In this sense, working away from home empowers some girls with the courage to challenge parental authority. 7 From these stories, we can see that the mobility bestowed by modern capitalism sometimes empowers female workers to deal with the authority of tradition. However, mobility is never a simple story of liberation. It also brings new problems for the young women. Working away from home can be an escape from tradition, but in South China, it is never an easy way out. As we will discuss in the next section, the strong pull to return home persists.
Conditioning 'nakedness'
The heightened condition of 'nakedness' is structured by the very specific sociocultural constraints that the migrant workers face. Discursive forces from rural and urban social networks interpenetrate the lifeworld of migrants, disciplining the bodies with contradictory stimulations and punishments. Without a stable set of rules and norms, social roles and expectations about decency and vulgarity, the body cannot improvise in social encounters and is somehow left in its 'nakedness' to test out tactics for surviving everyday challenges. Modern and urban discourses about intimacy might be transforming traditional gender roles. However, tradition defends its territory by employing gossip to exercise the power of moral values. In other studies, jokes and gossip are said to serve as a safety valve to blur the lines of acceptable and unacceptable sexual behaviours; they are considered ways to accommodate unconventional intimate relations (Farrer, 2002) . However, in our study, gossip was a powerful means of 'wrapping up' the 'naked' bodies in a traditional morality. Although they have travelled far away from home and tradition, disciplining gossip can travel through extended social networks to reach and capture the runaway migrants.
Mui's story is a good example. Mui is a 27-year-old married woman whose monthly wage of 500 RMB is higher than that of her husband, who works as a cook in their home village. Although she prefers living in Zhang'an and working at Gogo to staying at home as a housewife, she decided to quit her job half a year after she arrived. A rumour that she had had an affair with a man at the factory began to spread in her village three months after she left. In order to prove her 'innocence', she felt she had no choice but to return home and stay there. She had also felt guilty leaving her 4-year-old son at home. More than once, she told Helen, crying, 'People must have called me a terrible mother'. However, the discourse of guilt seldom applies to male factory workers. When we asked the male workers if they missed home, most of them would reply, 'This is life. What can I do?' It is understood that a good father has to leave home in order to support his family. But if a woman leaves home to support her household, she comes under suspicion as being both a bad mother and an unfaithful wife.
Xu's story is another illustration of a farm girl experiencing confusion at the crossroads of modernity and tradition. Xu is the supervisor of Gogo's packing department. At the age of 27, with three years of primary school education, she is an excellent example of how women can miraculously change their own lives in a modern society. Nine years ago, a drought ruined the crops in her village and forced her to seek work in the factory. Now, with a monthly income of about 1000 RMB, she can afford to go home by aeroplane. In terms of economic development, Xu has completely discarded the traditional norm of a housewife, embracing instead the modern ideal of earning her success. 'How could I go back home to grow rice under the scorching sun and earn 200 RMB a year?', she asked. However, she is trapped in the dilemma that her unmarried status creates among her gossiping relatives. Starting six years ago, Xu has gone home for matchmaking every New Year holiday. But no man in the neighbouring villages can match her financial status or ambitions. They are either farmers or factory workers.
If modernity is about making choices, Xu does not have the privilege of a modern woman who can choose to remain single. Financially speaking, she is able to live on her own. Ideologically speaking, she also knows that there is such a thing as career women. When other girls urged Helen to get a boyfriend, Xu sometimes lectured them, 'It is okay for a modern woman to remain single'. However, she does not consider remaining single to be a viable option for herself. Tradition employs gossip, discrimination, myth and moral values to discipline its subjects and perpetuate its influences. Xu told Helen that the people of her village call her an 'old monster'. Although she is financially successful, the gossip of her hometown has labelled her a failure. Ching quoted us a common saying: 'Even the retarded one can find a husband.' In other words, in the discourse of the village, remaining single is not a choice, but a failure. The story of 'old maid ghosts' also manifests this discrimination against single women. Chun and Lian told us:
In our village, if a woman cannot find a husband by 40, she will be driven out of her home and the village because she will become an 'old maid ghost' after death. You know, the 'old maid ghost' is very horrible.
Myths such as these construe single women as vengeful spirits who have not merely failed in their own lives, but also bring harm to others. When challenged by liberal ideas, traditional institutions employ moral codes to discipline people into marriage and the web of social relationships that both bind and exclude.
Returning home
The essential contradiction of the stories of migrant workers whom we witnessed and heard cannot be described fully without a discussion of the strong urge to return to conventional marriage. Increasingly, migrant workers, especially male workers, are staying in the city for good, but as of the time of writing, there is still a high percentage of workers who are facing, sometimes willingly, the inevitable return to their home communities. In fact, returning to traditional marriage is not a bad option for some. Some working girls willingly go back to their hometowns to find a husband in the neighbouring villages. For them, matchmaking is considered a pragmatic strategy of self-protection. As we have discussed previously, the mushrooming of alternative discourses and practices of intimacy among migrant workers is the result of mobility, which weakens the authority of traditional moral codes. However, in South China, such mobility is nearly always temporary for the migrant workers. It is not easy for a migrant worker to settle down permanently in the city. When they are no longer employed in factories or restaurants, they must go home. One of the practical challenges faced by lovers who have met in Zhang'an is to decide in whose hometown they should settle permanently. For example, Ying is from Jiangxi and her boyfriend is from Hunan. They met and fell in love when working in Gogo. Ying told Helen that although they love each other deeply, she does not see a bright future for their relationship. 'We are fine here in Zhang'an. But we cannot live here forever. I was my parents' beloved daughter. He is the eldest son of the family. We will be so torn between both families wanting us to live with them.' During the past New Year, in order to visit both families, Ying and her boyfriend spent six days out of their 13-day holiday on the road travelling between the factory and their two families. In fact, many lovers break up when it is time for one of them to go home. Mobility creates the space and opportunity to form the modern notion of an intimate relationship. Mobility also uproots migrant workers from their social networks and the web of security. Most workers send most of their wages home to support their family and the remainder would barely suffice for them to live self-sufficiently in South China. With little education, lack of financial independence and a lack of political and legal protection such as unions or a labour department, the migrant workers are subjected to various sorts of exploitation and can only employ the protective mechanism of traditional social networks. Intimacy is no exception. Ching told Helen a story:
There is a playboy in our village. He met and married a Sichuan girl in the factory. The girl followed him back to our village. Later, the boy abused the girl. Since she was so far away from home, no one from her family could defend her. The boy divorced the girl. She was alone and broke, without any help. My parents always use this story to remind me not to marry a man from another province.
Xu also explained why she would never consider marrying somebody from the factory management level who might share her financial status and experience: 'What if he didn't like me anymore? Who could I ask for help?'
Traditional social networks can provide a web of security, especially for working girls. The factory girls do think that falling in love is romantic, yet most of them still opt for matchmaking. Hung, the girl who had received the chocolates from her pen pal, refused to indulge in modern romantic love in real life, saying: 'What if he deceives me? Where shall I go if he dumped me?' As a result, she and many other girls see traditional arranged marriage as a protective rather than an oppressive institution. For the workers, provincialism is a guide to survival rather than a narrow-minded worldview. As Man (2001) puts it, for the migrant workers, 'the folks back home [lao xiang]' means not just familiarity, but also solidarity.
Therefore, for female migrant workers, marrying somebody from outside the local community is not a romantic journey, but a risky gamble. With the lack of legal/civic support, these rural females still rely heavily on family and kinship to minimize potential conflicts and handle future friction in marriage. Moreover, it is difficult to find a partner in the work environment.
First of all, work hours are long and there is a lack of privacy. Second, the ratio of female to male workers is highly skewed. Finding a prospective husband at home only becomes possible during the 10-day annual Chinese New Year holiday, when migrant workers visit home. Therefore, the matchmaker is still the most common means of finding a marriage partner. As the girls told Helen, there are two main advantages to matchmaking: 1) the family can investigate the personal and family history of the man to gain a better understanding of his personality and background; and, 2) the girl can remain close to her own family.
In this article, we have told the stories of how the intimate lives of migrant workers are being transformed by the macroeconomic restructuring of South China. Traditional conventions and modern experiences overlap with each other, creating spaces for new practices and forms of discourse, but also trapping migrant workers at the crossroads. After six years of working in the factory, Hung could not imagine going back home and spending her life farming in the rice paddies. She repeatedly told Helen that she hoped to find a husband who would come to work in the Pearl River Delta with her. A lot of workers are contemplating opening their own small businesses when they return home. They came to Zhang'an as farmers' children. They cannot go back to become farmers. If the journey for these migrant workers is not a one-way ticket because they cannot become totally 'modern', it is also never a round-trip journey because they cannot return to being totally 'traditional'.
Our ethnographic studies show that although women migrant workers succumb more easily to the disciplinary force of traditional values, such as the threat of becoming an 'old maid ghost' or the gossip about extramarital affairs, our argument of 'naked bodies' applies to both genders facing the more-than-rural/less-than-urban dilemma. 8
Naked bodies: a concluding note
Migrant workers in South China are thrown into conflicting discourses of sex, love, intimacy and marriage. Their experience of individualized intimacy has to be folded back into their traditional rural networks when they return home. Indeed, the detraditionalized and deterritorialized migrant workers are deskilling their rural bodies and reskilling themselves into urban bodies that celebrate individualized intimate relationships. However, this deskilling and reskilling are often reworked in the opposite direction. Migrant workers are trading their vitality and youthfulness for a temporary urban experience. With new waves of migration flooding South China every year, mature workers are usually discarded by the labour market when they enter their early thirties. All along, they have been fully aware of the need to return home. The migrants are 'naked' in this very peculiar reflexive trajectory; they leave the protective shelter of traditional marriage norms and transform their bodies to fit the new individualized discursive shell of urbanity, but their transformations are half-finished and transitional, leaving the migrant bodies in naked contradiction. The 'naked' bodies of migrant workers problematize the rural/urban dichotomy in which the urban is considered more modern. In fact, some Chinese urbanites hold strong traditional family values. The migrants, in their inbetween existence, may sometimes be more idiosyncratic than 'modern' city dwellers in their experiments with intimate relationships.
How do migrants negotiate these contradictions? What are the tactics of masking their nakedness? What kinds of change are they triggering in their home communities? Answering these questions would require empirical data that are beyond the scope of this project. In order to chart how modernized bodies fit into a traditional marriage, we would have to visit the rural homes of migrants and stay there for an extended period of time. For instance, Fan (2004) describes how returning female migrants contribute to rural social settings by bringing in new social ties and cultural capital acquired from the cities. This study does not claim to make these kinds of generalizations, but the empirical descriptions in this article are more than enough to present the complex sociocultural conditions of 'nakedness'. This is an article describing how migrant workers are left exposed to the contradictory regimes of rural and urban intimacy. The sensuous bodies of the workers have become the central stage for them to experience and perform competing sets of discourses about sex, love and marriage. It is neither a product of discursive discipline in the Foucauldian sense, nor is it an active body learning a socially acceptable presentation of self in the Goffmanian sense. Rather, it is similar to what Frank has proposed, a 'communicative body' that is in the process of making itself. The corporal is sensing itself outside the iron cage of rationality. We suggest that the specific and unique social conditions of 'nakedness' among these specific groups of social actors may not be case-specific. Their naked condition is a particular case that is unique to this time and place; it may also be a general case that informs us of our 'nakedness' under rapidly globalizing and pluralized discourses on intimacy. Most of us living in the transient condition of urban modernity experience similar forms of momentary 'nakedness', in which available discourses are contradictory and cannot give a public face to one's bodily experiences.
We end this article by telling the story of our last visit to a female worker. Her name was Hung and she was one of our informants, dance tutors, friends and pen pals at Gogo. She had already moved to another factory in Zhang'an when we paid her a surprise visit. It was our last trip to the site and Helen had bought her a necklace as a wedding gift. At lunchtime, we waited outside the gate of the factory. Hung came out during her lunch break, wearing a hearty smile. She was still in her uniform and a white worker's cap covered her long hair. It was the sixth and last year of her working life in Zhang'an. At the upcoming Chinese New Year holiday, she would go back home and settle into an arranged marriage, which she felt would provide her with a more secure life. We remembered Hung as a Cinderella figure because she had worn a silvery nightgown when we first saw her at the evening dance. She had a good time on the dance stage; she had had a dozen admirers; she posted pen pal ads on the Working Sisters magazine and fantasized about fairy tale romance. After experiencing these wonderful and eye-opening years, however, she finally decided to return home. We bade farewell at the intersection in front of her factory. It was a crossroads at which she had stood for six years between her home village and the modern town of Zhang'an. She embodied six years of urban experiences. The image of her waving goodbye at the crossroads will be a cherished memory as well as a theoretical metaphor of how modern bodies negotiate their existence in a maze of pluralistic discourses on modern love.
Notes
1 All names used in this article are pseudonyms. 2 There have been many articles written on the issues of social reconstruction and inequality in China, for example, Chen et al. (2001) , Zhang (2001) and Zhen (2000) . 3 From 1949, when the Communist Party gained power, to 1979, when the open door policy was officially implemented. 4 Here we take Ness's (2004) position of adopting an embodied driven mode of ethnographic research on dance. The researchers' own bodily experiences are exploited as a means to understand the scene. 5 Also see Williams and Bendelow (1998) for a discussion of 'expressive bodies'. 6 These are extracts from the pen pal column of two popular migrant worker magazines, Dagongzu and Dapengwan. 7 Other studies (Gaetano, 2004; Lou et al., 2004 ) also report that female migrant workers leave home as an escape from family controls. 8 See Gaetano and Jacka (2004) for a discussion on gender issues.
